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BLACK BILE. A REVIEW OF RECENT AlTEMPTS
MELANCHOLA, the black bile, was first discussed by the Hippocratics nearly 2,400 years ago. For more than 2,000 years the majority of the learned world accepted without question the existence of a black bile as well as of the three other humours, blood, yellow bile and phlegm. Melancholia became a key word not only of the humoral theory, but of philosophy, psychology, astrology, art and poetry. It survived the findings of a more advanced, empirical physiology and at an early stage acquired the significance of a psychological state or a mental illness, as well as the property inducing such a state of mind. Its role in the literature of relatively modern times, of the Elizabethan and Jacobean ages up to that of German Romanticism, remained important; the works of Shakespeare and Robert Burton would be severely mutilated if a puristical, scientific censor were to eliminate the words melancholy and melancholic. Nevertheless, until recently no one has sought to indicate which physiological phenomena may have led the ancient Greek physiologists to hypothecate the existence of a black bile.
Since this evasive fluid is closely connected with the doctrine of the four humours, it may be permitted to recapitulate briefly the genesis of this doctrine as traced in the scholarly and illuminating work of Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy." There the orgin of the theory is traced from the Pythagoreans' veneration of numbers, particularly of the number four 'which holds News, Notes and Queries the root and source of eternal nature', to the Pythagorean definition of health as the equilibrium of different qualities, and of sickness as the predominance of one; to Empedocles' theory of the unity of the macrocosm, and his attempt to demonstrate a systematic connection between physical and mental factors; to the ensuing search for specific substances (and faculties) in man which would somehow correspond to the primary elements; to Philiston's medical theories of illness as superfluities or deficiences, and his extension of qualities beyond the Empedoclean primary elements to the tetrad of warm-moist, warm-dry, cold-moist and cold-dry; and finally to the treatise The Nature of Man Flashar appears to be correct in his conclusion that in these writings black bile was considered a diseased condition of ordinary bile and not a humour sui generis, and that black bile was an assumption based on the colour of excretions.'8 In these works the phlegmatic and bilious types were dominant in the classification of patients, though a phthisic and a splenic type were also mentioned in The Sacred Disease. Melancholy was attributed to the illnesses of some bilious types. The adjective 'melancholic' was used for the first time in the Epidemics where psychological disturbances were also called melancholic. But according to Flashar these observations News, Notes and Queries do not establish black bile as an independent humour though they prepare for the doctrine of the four humours.
Flashar's investigation of the early Hippocratic works may be amplified by the following findings: a perusal of the first and third books of the Epidemics appears to favour blackwater fever as the primary source for the assumption of a black bile and for the later connection of black bile with the spleen. Of the forty-two cases reported in these two books fifteen patients were described as having black urine and three, red urine. The first and third histories in Book I report the symptoms of black urine and a swollen spleen; the third case of the third book, bluish sediment in the urine and a swollen spleen; in a number of other cases the coincidence of black urine and a swelling of the upper right abdomen or of the upper abdomen is described; case two of the second series in Book III concerns a woman with black urine and a melancholic state of mind.
The general report on illnesses on Thassos reads in part: 'With reference to the melancholic and the more sanguine types these are attacked by burning fevers, phrenitis and dysentery'. Burning fevers were often accompanied by dark urine in the case histories in the Epidemics. It may be added that quartan fever was closely connected to black bile in The Nature of Man.
The connection of black bile to black vomit also gains support from the Epidemics. '14 We need not be concerned here with the dispute between those who ascribe blackwater fever of today to quinine-first imported into Europe in the seventeenth century-and therefore consider the modern blackwater fever as an illness sui generis, and those modern Greek writers who claim that blackwater fever as observed today in Greece is identical to the blackwater fever on Thassos reported by Hippocrates.
Even after the presumed supported evidence of blackwater fever had vanished for many centuries, the fallacious theory of the black bile survived for more than 2,000 years. Aided by astrology that related melancholy to Saturn, it reached its climax in the Renaissance when melancholy became the attribute of the creative genius.
Fortified by the erroneous attribution of The Nature of Man to Hippocrates, confirmed and extended through the teachings of Aristotle and Galen, the longevity of 
